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This paper discusses beginning reading instruction in'

the 1ight of Piaget's theory, which demands that we think more
broadly about the term "where the child is® in teras of his level of
thinking, not simply his reading level or reading skill level., Using
Piaget's four major davelopsental stages as the basis, the task of
instruction in reading becomes matching the child's lovel of thinking
vith the skills which the school requires. This paper oaxzamines the
thinking of children during the pre-operational and concrete
operational stages, and suggests that the attainment of the stage of
concrate operations, or the attainment of conservation, is what
constitutes readiness for reading printed material written by soameone
else. Reading programs constructed froam this perspective, asust deal
vith the reading "process" first, utilizing the different strategies
available to a child at each stage of thinking. (CS)
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My own personal concern and thus the research and work in which I am engaged
concerns beginning reading instruction and it is concerning this topic that T would
like to share'some of nmy thoughts with you today.

There are many questions concerning the teaching of reading, many of which
are concerned with teaching very young children. Among the most familiar are:

"How should reading be taught?", "When should reading instruction begin?", "How

do you know when a child is ready to read?", "What is the best method?", "How do

you get children ready to read?", "What are some ogithe best methods of assessiing
readiness?" and "Are linguistic strategies better than traditional phonics in beginning
reading programs?" All of the questions are pesrsistent ones which have been written
about extensively and to which you, too, may be seeking answers.

These kinds of questions involving reading and early childhood education have
become more persistent in the last ten to fifteen years because of changes in emphasis
in early childhood programs. For years, pre-school prégrams were viewed as places
whers teaching children to get along was the main goal and there was very little
academic orientation. The emphasis was on providing experiences for children in

very informal, unstructured ways.

In recent years, however, the educatisn of the young child has taken a more

=2 ~2 taught to rezld, some children learn to read on their own, und some persons
s+, 22=onish us as “zz-hars for not teaching younger children. From the publishing

ccnziniis we are bembarded with reading programs and reading kits- a4ll of vhich

<::> acadzmic approach. Now many persons tell us that children younger than six can and
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promise to be a panacea if propexly used. Some of the reailrng rrograms for soung

children such as the onc by Porciter and Engleman have at:a
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attention and recognition. From the media, programws such as Scs

to teach beginning reading skills, merits two hours of Erime television tizm: Z3lily,

In the midst of all the controversy and discussion, the question of hcw and
whon to start reading instruction remains a dominant issue. It remains so not only
to memboers in the group here who are cnncerned with teaching young children but
also because of the constant bombardment of reminders concerning children who have
not learred to rcad. If one is to believe the information centered around the
Right to Read Program, then we must admit that we are, ir. fact, graduating children
from high school today who are not functionally literate. An intéresting court case
is one in California where a high school graduate has sued the state because he is,
for all practical purposes, illiterate although Le attended school regularly. ‘The
case has not yet been decided but the results will be extremely interesting.

Why is all this happening? Why do so many children have so much trouble learning
to read? Do we not have encugh teachers, enough supplies, or éan the children simply
not learn Lo read? I doubt that either of the three factors mentioned is true. So
we are forced to look elsewhere for a source to the problem=- our teaching perhaps.

Perhaps the most worn cliche in educational jargon is "start with the child
vhere he is." We all profess to believe that is the proper thing to do. When I
ask any groun of teachers or students what to do after we have discussed a'child's
reading problem, that is usually the response I get. whether the exanmple is a cﬁild
in eighth grade who reads like a first gruder, or a first grader who reads like a
fifth grader,, the response is always the same. 7hat response itsclf sounds very
high, mighty, and knowledgabie. I do believe teachers are sincere when they gay
this. aAnd though we all agree that we should start where the child is. the very

practical problem seems to finding out exactly where that is,
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I would like to suggest to you that I believe there is a wavw in which, <ris
may be done. It will, however, demand some major changes In cur thinkinc ..;ni oo
our teaching. It also demands that we think more broadly zzous the term "vhiv: =i
child is" to include his level of thinkiag, rot simply his rcading level or rzziing
skill level., Then our jeob becomes one of matching the child's level of thirnxing
with the tasks which the school requires.

1 believe the works of Jean Piaget, a Swiss psychologist, who has developed
a vast theory of intelligence and how it develops may have some valuable insights
for us. While he does not speuk directly to education or specifically how to teach
reading, we can make some valid inferences from his writings.

First, I should like to describe for you very briefly a small portion of his
theory. He has described four major developmental stages through which all children
pass. The four stages are: sensory motor (age birth - 2); the pre-operational
(ages 2 -~ 7); concrete operations ( ages 7 - 11), and the stage of formal operations
(age 11 - adult). The stages are sufficiently open ended to allow for the fact
that children show different levels of ability, knowledge, and skill as a function
of the rete, quality, and continuity of the experiences they encounter. So, the
stages are more nearly comparable to mental ages than chronological ones.

The two major stages with which we are concerned are the pre-operational and
concreboe operaticns since these two stages cover the age range for the pre-school
through c¢lementary school. Let's examine the thinking of children in thesc two
stages for a moment,

During the pre~opurationai stage, the child is dominated by how things lcok
as opposcd to how they really are. Plaget hoes gpplicd tlie term egocentric to this
kird of thinking. The term egocentric when used for childrern's thinking does not
have the sane implicaticns as when used for adult thinking. What Plaget is seying

about children's thinking is that cbildren look at objects arnd events from their
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own point of view and not from another and this view is bounded v their i+«
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sensc:s, L.o. in children's art, the sky is always separated Zxcm the builiinos
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and the cky is always up above. As a result of pre-opevatisnzl thinking w= -z
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some of the beautiful child language which sometimes ceéuszs us to chiuckle =20

o

as, "Does the meon go to bed when I do?" , "Does the sun get up when I do?”

I
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truly believe the world revolves around themselves as is evident in ‘heir state-
ments- "I can tie my shoes.", "I can count up to 303. Do you want to hear me?"

"My mommy brought me to school.", " 1'd rather do it myself," Their communication
is often incomplete because they leave out many details, assuming that the listener

understands. My favorite example of this is from a book entitled Children's letters

to God. It goes like this, " Dear God. I got left behind. Thanks a lot. Raymond."
Maybe Coud understands the message, but ﬁost of us mortals do not. Another character-
istic of children's thinking in this stage is that connections appear very clear
and they do not ask for explanations. For cxample, have you ever given a worksheet
to a child to complete and he gets all the answers wrong? Then you say to him in
your very academic, teacherly voice, " If you didn'4 understand how to do this, why
didn't you ask for help?" The blank stare which he gives you in return should tell
you that your guestion didn't make any sense. He thought he did understand and he
comploted the tesk as he gnderstood it. He didn't even know he needed your help.
while we may chuckle and think the language and comments of the above examples are
rather cute, what we necd to understand is that this is the typical kind of speech

end thinhing of beyinning children whom we teach.

-
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piaget has derigned a series of tasks to enplore children's thinking and to
help designate the pre-opcrational thinker from the cencrete operational cne. The

bests nre roferred Lo as conservation tasks and include such items as pouring water

frem o tall countainer inte geveral shorter ones holding the =are amount as the tall
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operational child and the concrete operational one. The concrete operational child's

thinking is different because he can reason and draw conclusions; he can take another
roint of view, and he is not deceived by the appearance of objects or events.

On the conservation tasks, the pre-operational child will respond that there
is more water if the container is taller, or more play doh if it is roiled out like
a hot dog, even though the child had agreed that the amounts were the same in the
beginning. This is a result of being guided by how things look, or percepts, not
how they really arc.

The concrcete operational child, however, can reason that if you started out
with the same amount of water or play doh, you still have the same amount_ﬁo matter

how different you made it look. ‘'that is, they can consider events from a different
point of view from the pre-operational child,

This is all very interesting and the conservation tasks are even a great deal

of fun to give, but how doucs it relate to reading instruction? What I would like

to suggest to

you i that the attainment of the stage of concrete operations or the
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oltteinmeut off conscxvation is wirat conctitutes readiness for reading printed material
l:’:} written by =cmecne else. A common example of {he printed material would bhe the basal
‘:L‘ readery which are used extencively in the public scheels. In these stories, what

the reoder must, in fact, do i3 to assume a self-other positicn or reole play the chayx-
actuews 1o Ltie story if te is Lo understand or compreinend the story., Thi

-

thinking is pesrible for the concrete operational child et ot {or the pre-cpe. wticr il
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one. Li we all agree that comprehencion in reading is cuy ~zin gnal, then =002

vould ceen to be of great importance. If my assumption excus the relaticrsii:
between conservation and reading is true, then there is z very zowerful im-loZ:zi:m

T

for beginning reading instruction which is that it is cemrrerension, and .7 ~1I2
recegni tion, which is really the esseintial comgpcnent of beginning reading.

The staye of concrete operations also has implications for many reading skills
from very simple to very complex including the. following: srecegnizing a letter as
Leing the same letter whether it appears in capital or lower case- manuscript or
cursive print; recugnizing the letter as being the same when it appears in a dif-
ferent type style; the knowledge that one letter may represent many sounds or that
the samce sound can ke represcented by different letters; recognizing the word as
being the same when it appears in another context; orientations in space such as
teft-right, up - down, over - under; understanding and using such terms as less
than, more tihan, and relational terms such as “is the father of ," "is taller than,”
or "is < kind of" ; the ability to enter into the story via role playing; the ability
to put a sequence of cvents in a story in the proper temporal order and the ability
to menipulate idecs in a story fron one ¢pisode to the next to predict the outcome
of the story.

Pefore the chlld reaches the ctage of concrete operations when he cen com-
vrehend mate: ial written for him, we might infer from the writings of Piaget as
voell as from other cognitive psychologists and frow recent work in psycholinguisties
that children should leara te read frem thelr cwn native lapguagc. vle refer to
tiiis as the language experience approach when we duscribe a teaching procedure. I
would like to ﬁugquﬁt.to vou that [ belicve the languege enparionce approach serves
aw oa kind of conzervation training which.moves children fron pre-operational to
concrefie cperational thought.

In his writivas, there are {wo words which Piaget stressen over and ever,
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two words are action and interaction, and any program planzci fer young cil’
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should be planned with these two terms in mind. [ believs: & zrozram whick o Zizzs

on these two factors would be one where childrven are giw::

it

wide range cI T I.-
vidual and group experiences in which the child is given cpportunities t: ..z

and »nlay with his peers, to learn about the world akout hin, and to use la:suage
freely, frequently, and informally. Whatever the child learns must flow frcm
cctual cupericnces the child has had with objects and events. 1n this way, the
child can move toward symbolization, zbstraction, and generalizations. The room
should have many resources: rcal cbjects of a kind to arouse children's curiosity,
kooks and pictures, and many opportunities to observe and try things out. Oral
languege facility is the prime objective. The tasks which the child is required

to do should he open ended tasks stemming from first hand experiences such as
creative writing, role playing, choral reading, improvised drama. Arcas such es
science should be taught from a discovery or exploration point of view rather

than single woird answers, convergent questions and filling in blanks in workbooks.
The latter activities simply reinforce the eqocentricity of pre-operational thought
and erphasize a right-wrong kind of approach and thus inhibit language development,
The questioning techiniques of the teacher are also extremely impostant. The kinds
of «uestions she should be asking are the "What do you think?" and "Why do you
thiank so?" type rather than just the "What" kind.

“theasn, then would be some of my own criterion for reading programs for young
chiJiven,  What they attempt to do i3 to utilize the different processes and strategies
availanle to a child at each stige of thinking. I am aware that there are many
confasing and cenflicting opinions in the world of veading - especially what reading

is, but in particulas how it should be tought- and perhavs T fawe edded cnly cne
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rmore confusing bit of information to your repertoire today. =ut I sincerc i

helicve that nntil we consider individual children and thelr level of thinsio:

and really lLegin "where the child is" we won't make any nrogvess. This dmplo:s

es - e
-

that we must deal with the reading prccess first and then construct the presrans-
rather than the cther way around. Until then, we will continue to have chilcren
vho do not learn to read or for whom it is a very difficult task indeed.

We are making come progress in reading instruction although it is often
very slowv. Or if I may use onc of the popular virginia Slims ads, " You've come
2 long way, baby, to get where you are in rcading instruction today. But you

still have a long, long way to go."
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